JN reading a play of Aeschylus we should start with the assump-. tion that the poet really knew his business, and therefore be ready to acknowledge that, where his work runs counter to our own conceptions of how a drama should be constructed, it may not be because he did not understand the principles of his art (as has actually been stated 1 and is often implied), but because he did and we do not. An examination of the art of Aeschylus does not consist in discovering to what extent his plays could be made tolerable for a modern audience, but how they fitted into the environment for wruch they were composed, i.e., environment in the widest sense of the artistic expectations of his own audience.
Drama, as we understand it, is the telling of a story solely through the words and acts of the persons in it. Judged by that standard, the Agamemnon moves very sluggishly. The first half of it is clogged with long choral odes that occupy most of the space and, so far as they deal with aspects of the story, present them in what seems to us an entirely undramatic way. For a group of persons who simultaneously think and utter the same things cannot be regarded as in any real sense persons of 'the story. A council of elders they may be called; but that character only emphasizes their unreality, for it is not the function of a council to sing anthems in public places. Not that this incongruity in itself would necessarily cause us difficulty; we are used to choruses on the stage; it is a convention we readily accept if the chorus will only play the game as we understand it and not get into the way of the drama. Their obvious role is to fill pauses in the action with music and reflection, to divide the play into acts-to serve, in short, as a glorified, though inadequate curtain.
A glance at the Agamemnon shows that this explanation will not suffice here. The odes are too long, and too much crowded together, to be intended or accepted as asides or stop-gaps. Think of them as such, and the structure becomes absurd. Of the :first eight hundred lines nearly six hundred are sung by the chorus; that is, for almost half the play (according to this interpretation) the curtain is down most of the time and the audience waiting; and thereafter it falls but once. Obviously we must revise our notions of what the odes are for. Here is a drama in which choral singing is expected to engage our full attention, in which episodes and odes are meant to contribute progressively to the growth of the dramatic effect . .
The point is that this is .not a drama with a chorus, it is a dramatized choric song, and its action is conceived and carried through on that understanding. For there was no other. This was the only kind of drama that the Athenian audience knew about; they were not waiting and hoping for our sort to develop. And for us, too, the Agamemnon, just as it is, is effective enough to deserve something more of us than that we should judge it artistically as a magnificent drama which had not quite found its proper form, than that we should try to squeeze it into a mould in which it does not fit. Aeschylus was composing drama in a different medium, and consequently aimed at getting his effects by different means.
We find it hard to shake off the notion that the chorus in Greek tragedy was purely a stage convention, as it is, for example, in modern opera, that it had no raison d'etre except in a drama. But that is not so; the tragic chorus corresponds, rather, to a church choir; tragedy was one of the things given to the Athenian choir to perform, and it took its character and technique from this association. Wherever the imaginary situation of the piece was · laid, the action was always seen as taking place also in an orchestra (i.e., dancing-floor) where a chorus and nothing but a chorus properly belonged. That is why an oratorio is, in some ways, a closer modern parallel than the Shakespearean type of drama with which we instinctively compare it, or even than opera. In both Aeschylean tragedy and oratorio the chorus is the instrument that has formed and chiefly controls the technique; they are both choric performances, presenting a sacred, or at least venerated, legend, with a religious intention and in a religious environment. The most obvious difference is that in the oratorio there is no spectacle. All that the eye has to engage _it are the motionless rows of singers, the orchestra and the active figure of the conductor; and these are nothing but the machinery of the instrument: it is a prolonged peep behind the scenes. For the ·only reason they are placed in full view is that there may be no obstruction to our hearing them. There is no artistic significance in the position of the soloists or the chorus, no significance in anything that-can be seen. All that which might have been presented by spectacle has passed into the music. The drama takes place in the music; the dramatis personae move and act only in music, the actors who portray them are still. In the Greek choral art, on the other hand, spectacle was by origin an integral part of the artistic scheme; it was the primary function of a Greek chorus to dance, to enact their song. That is, the Greek music was in part rendered by movement and visible action, and therefore the extension of the spectacle to include the visible presentation of the persons of the story and their actions did not in · itself involve any change in the character of the art; the dramatic scenes were developments within the original structure, and had their place and purpose in relation to that structure. The artistic integrity of Aeschylean tragedy is as complete as that of the oratorio: the drama is continuous and is of the same kind throughout.
The story of the Agamemnon is the story of the murder of King Agamemnon by his wife Clytaemnestra, on his return from Troy. The two sons of Atreus, Agamemnon and Menelaus, joint Kings of Argos, had married two sisters, Clytaemnestra and Helen. Paris, son of Priam, King of Troy, abducted Helen. In revenge for this wrong, and to recover Helen, a great armament was gathered in Greece under the command of Agamemnon. Before they left Greece, Agamemnon· had consented to the sacrifice of his own daughter, Iphigeneia, to placate the anger of Artemis, who, according to the seer. Calchas, was responsible for the contrary winds that were holding up the fleet. Agamemnon was away at Troy for ten years. Meanwhile Clytaemnestra, nursing her grief and wrath for the slaying of her child, was approached by an exiled cousin of Agamemnon's, Aegisthus, whose father had suffered great wrong at the hands of Atreus, Agamemnon's father; and together these two, Clytaemnestra and Aegisthus, prepared for their double revenge. It is at this point that the action of the play opens.
This action begins at once and continues unbroken. The three great choral odes are part of it; each is put in just where it is, and as it is, because just there and just so it contributes to the progress and deepening of the dramatic tension. The poet aims at making us feel the full significance of the return of Agamemnon; he begins with the announcement that Agamemnon is coming home, and then proceeds to weave round that fact its emotional values.
On the battlements of the royal castle in Argos stands a watchman, waiting in hope and fear for the beacon-light which he feels is hiding behind the blackness of the night. The very scene strikes the key-note, and the watchman's mood establishes and typifies the mood of the audience. For, through his half-humorous grumbling talk, and checking his rejoicings when the longed-for signal comes, there passes and repasses the shadow of an unspoken thought that chills him with a vague uneasiness. It is, in fact, the shadow of our own thought, of our knowledge that Agamemnon is coming home to die. Five hundred lines later the actual situation has not advanced one step: we are still at the same point in the story. But the emotional advance in these five hundred lines is immense. All that a consideration of the fact which the beacon's flash has announced suggests to the reflective mind in the light of past events, and in the shadow, too, of coming events, has been gathered together and explored in the choral odes. Through the memories it awakens, the perplexities to which reflection upon it gives rise, the sense of impending and inescapable evil grows deeper and clearer. Our knowledge of the outcome of the story is thus used by the poet to create the illusion that we are watching the mysterious forces of destiny shaping the career of Agamemnon to an inevitable end; step by step his doom moves closer to us.
The watchman ends his soliloquy-for a soliloquy it is, not, like so many prologues, an explanatory speech frankly addressed to the audience--with the words: "Heaven grant that my master come safe home and that I grasp his friendly hand in mine. About the rest I am silent _ ... ; the house itself, could it find a voice, might tell a plain tale enough." And on that expectant note the chorus enter and, as they sing, we become aware that the house has found a voice, that the tale it could tell is being told as all the evils which the house has known begin to collect before us through their words, to condemn Agamemnon and watch him die. As Argives the chorus have not heard the watchman's hints of evil, but the audience have, and would be quick to catch the continuance of the foreboding note in their opening words. Their song at once picks up, sustains and develops the feeling of dread set going by the words of the watchman; the drama moves straight ahead.
But here we moderns must make an effort to realize that the chorus come naturally into the picture, and have as chorus an active role to play. They cannot just speak for the poet and reproduce -directly the comments which his knowledge and his purpose suggest to him. They must function in the dramatic scene as a chorus, and a chorus of Argives contemporary with the events. A choric song was a religious act, and therefore was supposed to affect the course of human affairs; for by such meansmen have always thought to reach out and touch the world of spirit and bring its power to bear directly upon their lives. Therefore what the chorus sing here would be taken by the Athenians as part of the action, as affecting in the appropriate way what happens in Argos. The point can be put thus: what the performance of the whole play, or rather the whole trilogy, was supposed, as a religious rite, to effect for Athens, that the choral odes within the play were understood as doing, or at least aiming to do, for Argos. The dramatic assumption, then, is that the fate of Agamemnon is partly dependent upon what the chorus sing, and therefore, since the outcome is in fact known, what the spectators are here watching is the chorus unintentionally helping to weave his doom round him. For destiny (i.e., the poet) ever shapes their potent utterance to a sense unmeant by them. In effect, to the ears of the audience, knowing what they do, the chorus seem to be trying to keep something unsaid, and their words are constantly betraying them.
They march into the orchestra proclaiming with good heart the righteousness of the cause that sent the sons of Atreus to Troy, but the audience, watching for just such effects, and put on the alert by the watchman, would catch the undercurrent of menace that steals into their speech, would note how the words they use recoil upon the head of Agamemnon and by implication condemn him in the name of the same righteousness to a like fate with that which they so confidently foresee for Paris. Even the image in which they picture the wrath and grief of the Atreidae (a mere poetic decoration) mocks their intention: "Like eagles that, bereft of their young, sail round and round the empty nest, in desolate grief that it needs no more their tending." For who, knowing the story, can fail to think of Iphigeneia and the fierce wrath of Clytaemnestra? And so their turning of the simile into a sort of allegory in which they find assurance of divine vengeance upon the transgressor, is, in their mouths, unknown to them, a direct blow at the life of Agamemnon. The thing is happening; they are not just telling us about these past facts; the event is now and here being shaped by the words in which they choose (or rather, are compelled) to tell about them. And, as in consequence, they seem to lose grasp of their song; they speak of the war-this war in vindication of eternal justice-as fought about "an oft-won woman," they come to the point of the confident declaration they intended at the beginning, and find they have nothing to say. The certain triumph of the avenger, which they were leading up to affirm, dwindles to this: "And now the matter still is where it is; as fate appoints the end, the end will be." The heart has been taken out of them, and like the watchman they become the prey of vague misgivings. It is this depressed mood that the poet makes the occasion for explaining their place in the dramatic picture as apart from their choral role. They are old and feeble men of Argos, and feel now acutely their helplessness and futility. It is effective too that the loyalty of Argos to Agamemnon should be represented thus; it helps to strengthen the impression of a failing cause. But the chief thing is the gloom that has come over the song, and the close of this anapaestic prelude to the ode proper expli. citly calls attention to the ill-omened tone that has crept into it. Then the Elders remember, as it were, their position and responsibilities as a chorus, and deliberately set themselves to redress the balance in Agamemnon's favour. But their choice of a propitious topic for their choric song-the favorable omen that greeted the Kings as they were setting forth-proves most unfortunate. It leads them through Calchas, interpretation of the omen-straight to the sacrifice of Iphigeneia. Thus the chorus find themselves once more overborne by the sinister influence against which they are stnvn1g. "En retra~ant ces affreux souvenirs,, says Croiset, "le chant des vieillards est devenu peu a peu une sorte de lamentation." 2 That is the point, and as such their song does not only bring to this place and time the condemnatory facts (for our information), make the dramatic point that even Agamemnon,s friends condemn his action, but itself helps to bring about his fall
The ode is, in this way, indeed a dramatic utterance, but the dramatic utterance of a chorus. So too its contribution to the poet's interpretation of the religious significance of the story is made dramatically. The chorus do not know what the poet thinks, nor what he designs to make the story illustrate. But they do know that they are a chorus and that therefore it is their duty to discover the purpose of heaven discernible in the events and to turn their reading of it to advantage. Here they are represented as puzzled, baffled by a sense of inexplicable purposes at work in the matter of Iphigeneia,s sacrifice, and they fling forth the name Zeus, in a blind and desperate attempt to retrieve. the situation their song has created.
Their religious comment is thus not just comment. Aeschylus' aim was always to place his story in its full setting, to let us see it not just as a human action but as part and parcel of a divine action. This he does by adapting the real function of a chorus. Since it is their proper business to bring the spiritual world into touch with the material world, we see, as they sing, that world gradually taking shape, and transforming and enlarging the bearing of the human events. Our vision is limited to and keeps pace with theirs, and so the spectacle is dramatically unrolled. Here they ponder so much of the story as they know at this point, seeking to discover the "meaning" of it, what it portends; and to lighten their darkness, they endeavour to invoke spiritual support and comfort. And the result is that they peer into a greater gulf of darkness in which huge shapes move dimly and incomprehensibly; everything is mysterious and inchoate; it would be chaotic except for the hint, inspired by faith rather than by perception, of a dark Inscrutable workmanship that reconciles Discordant elements. Clytaemnestra now. enters and announces to the Elders the capture of Troy. This is no news to the audience: the scene adds nothing to the progress of the story. But all the same it is vital in the action, not. because the Elders and the audience have to be informed about the system of beacons and their curiosity satisfied as to how it worked, but because what is said in the scene brings Agamemnon's doom nearer. It is the same kind of action as in t_ he odes; all these explanations of happenings off-stage or in the past, in odes and episodes alike, are the piling up of the clouds of the approaching storm, the mustering of all the evil things that menace the prosperity and the life of Agamemnon, and the recitation of them is not a mere convenience to remind us what these evils are, not just exposition preparatory to the drama, but the act of recounting them is a step in the drama. Every such utterance is an incident in Agamemnon's progress towards destruction, a movement forward to the catastrophe. We must put away from us all notions derived from realistic drama. Aeschylus was not even trying to create the illusion that we are seeing what really occurred in Argos on this occasion. He is giving an interpretation of the events, and the interpretation must be understood in terms of the artistic medium. Just as, if the story of Agamemnon's death were presented by means of music, it would strike us first and all the time as music, and we should receive and understand it on those terms, so the Athenian spectator would be receiving this artistically for what it is, would not be hearing it as a story imperfectly rendered because of the cramping effect of the medium, but would be hearing just what that medium, in virtue of its characteristics, had to reveal about it. He would have his eye nq_t on the events of the story as such, but on the ·artistic events, and would evaluate these not as more or less imperfect imitations of life, but in the light of their place and purpose within the artistic pattern.
Therefore, when Clytaemnestra enters, the Athenian spectator is looking to see her do something towards carrying forward the action the chorus have begun, and would take her words on the same plane of interest. This is Clytaemnestra speaking, yes; but she is speaking within the bounds of a choral performance, and in its language, and with a view to its purposes. Her speeches represent her own purpose and her own character certainly, but represent them in the idiom of the art. When she steps into the orchestra, her evil design against Agamemnon manifests itself in a way appropriate to the place. She takes advantage of her position in that magic circle to strike him deadly blows by her words. In .announcing the good news she deliberately turns t~e omen against Agamemnon. She describes the beacon-light that carried the news of Troy's destruction in such terms that we recognize it as figuring the vengeance of Zeus, which struck down guilty Troy, now on its way over the sea to strike the palace of Agamemnon. She imagines the scene that is taking place in Troy even as she speaks, carefully emphasizing at each point the aspects that make for the peril of the conquerors, and closing with the words: ((If they are showing due reverence to the city's gods and their holy places" (which the audience knew they were not doing), "then they may not have spoiled only to be spoiled in turn. But too soon, perhaps) lust may seize upon the army to desecrate things inviolable; for safe passage home they have still to win, the long stretch back have yet to run. And if, escaped clear of this danger, they should reach here, the woe of the dead might show itself awake"-a most "unlucky" form of words, and meant to be; and she quickly seeks to discount its seriousness by a light apology, "These are just a woman's thoughts I am telling you," which draws from the Elders the delightfully condescending reply, "Your woman's words have all the well-judged wisdom of a man."
Aeschylus has brought in Clytaemnestra here, because he wishes us to feel at this point the significance for Agamemnon of the capture of Troy: we . see it, as it were, happen immediately after the sacrifice of Iphigeneia; we see it in the light of that incident and of the thoughts to which it has given rise. This is the way it now looks to us, a doubtful, dangerous triumph, linking dreadful past to dreadful future. And Clytaemnestra is chosen to voice these feelings because she is the embodiment of them: she comes to us, so to speak, straight from the sacrifice and brings with her the -memory of "the waiting, ever-mindful wrath," which is indeed what darkens the thought of his triumph.
The Argive choir now deal chorally with the news, that is, they seek to read its religious significance and turn it to good account for the cause they have at heart. Th~ir course here is easy and reassuring. They see their way now. The overthrow of Troy is a clear act of justice according to the scriptures. They quote their text and proceed to show how exactly it has been worked out in this instance. "There is no defence for the man who in the pride of wealth has spurned the altar of justice. Merciless Peitho drives him on; Ate's decree her horrid offspring executes. Then all remedy is vain; the evil is not hidden, but gleams out balefully. As with base metal, the rub and hammer of the touchstone reveal. the black grain in him that leaves its mark in woe upon his city." Obscure to us no doubt, but to the Athenians the familiar parable of the fall of the mighty. Great power engenders hybris (insolence, arrogance); the man, so afflicted, becomes the victim of Infatuation (Ate), and the fair-seeming spirit Peitho (Persuasion) lures him to his doom. Here, at least, the superhuman action shows plain through the human, and with confidence they trace its course. They track to its source in crime the disaster that has befallen Troy, and in so doing become the unconscious ministers of Zeus, proclaiming , the inevitableness and the justice of the doom that is coming upon Agamemnon. The sorrow that the sin of Paris brought upon Menelaus and the royal house of Argos insensibly passes in to a larger sorrow. In the desolation caused by the Trojan war the chorus vaguely see the hand of God stretched out not only against Paris and Troy but also against Agamemnon. Thus, in fact and dramatically, the course of their reflections prepares the way for the catastrophe: the resentment against Agamemnon caused by the unpopularity of the war helps to make plausible the successful issue of the conspiracy, and, at the same time, the realization of it (by the audience)' intensifies the sense of impending calamity. And clearer grows the recognition of divine direction in the course of the events. In accounting for the conduct and the fate of Paris the explanation sanctified by tradition rises naturally to the lips of the chorus, and unexpectedly crystallizes their former vague searchings for a higher purpose working through and controlling these events. The divine action is assuming a definite outline. They catch a glimpse of the powers at work: apparent dirae facies, inimicaque Troiae numina magna deum.
_ But these dread faces still wear their masks of anonymity, besides being safely across the sea and turned against -Troy. The chorus do not see (as the audience of course do) that their apologue is fatally appropriate to Agamemnon. It is as if that menace of evil which in the first ode seemed to be trying to formulate itself through their words had seized upon the moment of their rejoicing to get .itself spoken; and so they are swept irresistibly, as by the current of their own thoughts, to an outspoken denunciation of Agamemnon and his specious triumph.
At the close of this ode a ·herald enters and announces that Agamemnon has landed and is now on his way to the city. It should be obvious from what I have said of the character of Aeschylean tragedy that there would be here no time-problem either for poet or audience. It is in this matter simply the technique of the undramatized choral hymn, in which the passage of time in the narrative of events is left to the imagination of the hearers. The continued presence of the chorus would not trouble the Athenian audience, who were not looking for an illusion of reality. They knew · that the Athenian choir was merely singing the part of an Argive choir. The passage of time was · taken for granted, and is no more "unnatural" than it is in an oratorio.
The main dramatic interest of this scene lies in seeing the herald driven, against his strong determination, from his message of triumph to the relation of disaster. He knows that, in virtue of his sacred office, what he says and the way he says it are big with consequences good or evil, and in his opening words he bespeaks the favour of the gods and of the powerful dead. He points to the good omen of the sunlit faces of the sacred images before the palace, and heaps up the claims of Agamemnon on the admiration of his peop1e. Then, to dispel the gloom that he feels gathering in the obscure hints of the Elders, he sets himself to describe the greatness of their success at Troy, only to find he is talking of nothing but their sufferings. And finally~ under pressure of the questions of the Elders, comes the doleful tale of the destruction of the fleet, and the probable death of all save the remnant with Agamemnon himself. Once more joy has turned to sorrow. The evil influence has gained strength through the herald's good-omened coming: his glad tidings become news of further cal amity.
The third ode marks the central point in the dramatic structure. After it is over, Agamemnon enters, and we reach the culmination of these events; the actors take command, our chief attention shifts from hearing to seeing, and so, as some would say, the drama begins. But it is in the transfiguring light of this ode that what happens is seen. Superficially the topic of the ode might be judged outside the main track of the play; and indeed to the chorus it is in the nature of a digression. By the herald's stories of destruction-the destruction of Troy and of the Greek fleet-their thoughts have been diverted from Agamemnon to the cause of all this_ ruin, Helen, and they dwell wonderingly upon her character and career. They have found, they think, the key-word to the whole ghastly tale, and on it they build up the fabric of their song. The word is the ominous name, Helena, the "Destroyer," and the ode is the name Helena writ large in its full import. Her career is, they discover, the translation in to fact of the sinister meaning of a word. Words are coming alive, incarnating themselves in acts. And as they sing another name asserts itself, though it is not explicitly mentioned. The ode shapes itself as a restatement and elaboration of the Ate theme. The chorus see Helen no longer merely as the unfaithful wife of Menelaus, the unworthy cause of a great war.
She is Peitho in person, the high priestess of Ate, and as such Heaven's own instrument for the rectification of the moral balance of the universe, disturbed by a mortal's excess. Thus in this ode the human story is c. aught up into and identified with the lyric theme, and swells to the proportions of that theme's universal significance, and conversely the theme takes on tangible form and becomes a vital, terrible reality in the actual world. Symbol and fact here meet, and in their union we see that they have been all along but two aspects of the same thing. The chorus have unwittingly confirmed the literal truth of their former statement, and brought the superhuman action to the verge of visibility.
"In the choral odes,'' says Cornford, the action is lifted out of time and place on to the plane of the universal. Above and beyond · the transient spectacle of a few suffering mortals, caught just there and then in the net of crime, loom up in majestic distance and awful outline the truths established, more unchangeably than the mountains, in the eternal counsels of Zeus. The pulse of momentary passion dies down; the clash and conflict of human wills sink and dwindle to the scale of a puppet-show; while the enduring song of Destiny unrolls the theme of blood-haunted Insolence lured by insistent Temptation into the toils of Doom. As though on a higher stage another company of actors concurrently plays out a more majestic an~d symboli~ drama. On this invisible scene ·walk the :figures ofHybris and Peitho 1 of Nemesis and Ate. The curtain lifts for a timeless moment on the spectacle of human life in an aspect known to the all-seeing eye of Zeus. a
And with the inward eye held to that stupendous spectacle, there is flashed upon the outward eye an actual scene, and this scene a projection upon the material stage of the great spiritual drama which has been unrolling before the mental vision. A splendid pageant, crowding into the orchestra, draws the eye of the spectator. Everything is done to emphasize the passing from hearing to seeing . . With chariots and horses, and, no doubt, throngs of attendants, amid the acclaims of the chorus, Agamemnon returns in triumph to his city. In a speech of arrogant self-glorification, boasting of the ruin he has wrought, he addresses the chorus.
The palace doors open and, accompanied, too, by throngs of · attendants, Clytaemnestra appears, and in lavish, fawning words bids her husband welcome. Then follows that strange scene, "which for spectacular writing has probably never been rivalled,, as Ver~all well puts it.
The Queen closes her "long drawn out, smiling welcome" with these words: What a · spectacle it must have been, as the blood-red carpets were unrolled for the treading of the King! And apart from the obvious symbolism of the path of blood, the significance of this act would be clear to the Athenians, for on such tapestries their gods walked on their festal days. Agamemnon shrinks from the thought of such a sacrilege with its presumptuous challenging of equality with gods. And then we see him cajoled and flattered into putting his scruples by. "Forced by Temptation," says Headlam, 6 "under foot he treads these beautiful and holy things, and, if this had been an opera of Wagner's, with a crash we should have heard the Leit-motif of Ate." But no accompanying music is needed to reveal the significance of the scene. The leit-motif is here, not in sound, but in sight. The scene itself is the symbol. The spectacle is the Ate theme. Its presence marks that the word has achieved its complete incarnation, places the human story within that greater action which is being played out beyond the eyes of the spectators, and which the chorus have been painfully and with growing apprehension evoking and revealing. Thus, far from "the conflict of human wills sinking and dwindling to the scale of a puppetshow," as Cornford said, the human drama emerges, raised and magnified to the scale of that symbolic drama. It is the invisible scene that becomes visible. The curtain that the choral odes have been lifting is up for good, and we are now able to see this transient spectacle of suffering mortals in its full setting and with its larger implications revealed.
In this study of the Agamemnon I am concerned solely with the kind of action which underlines its structure, not with the thought or meaning of the play; that is to be sought in its relation to the whole trilogy of which it is part. The resemblance to the 4Professor Gilbert Murray's translation in Ancient Greek Literature. 5 Walter Head.lam in Cambridge Praelcctions, 1906, 132. methods of music is obvious, and this analogy, if kept in mind, helps us, even in reading, to feel, in some degree, the dramatic interest developing through the long choral preparation for Agamemnon's entrance. In his History of Aesthetic Bosanquet quotes the following note on Brahms' Requ£em to illustrate the peculiar power of musical expression:
In the middle of the piece the name of God is introduced for the first and almost the last time in the words, "The souls of the righteous are in God's hand." That name is translated in to music by the pedal note, which is held down from beginning to end of the fugue to which these words are set. The pedal note persists, makes its presence felt throughout, is all enduring, all pervading; the fugue starts from it, and finally, although many different and apparently incompatible harmonies are found in the course of the fugue, these harmonies are all finally resolved into the initial harmony, of which the pedal n~te is at once the characteristic and the epitome. Everything pro~eeds from it and returns to it; it alone is permanent, an_ d steadily, continuously, irresistibly self-asserting. Neither poetry nor painting nor architecture can express mysteries such as these with such searching force and directness.
And yet it is a like. effect that Aeschylus achieves here, and mainly by a manipulation ·of mere words. His purpose is similar, ·and his method is similar. He wishes to keep another thought actively present in the minds of his hearers as they follow the successive phases of the story, and he does it by associating that thought with a familiar saying, which, once established, can be readily recalled to the memory by the merest suggestion, and so give to other scenes and other interests a reference that stretches far beyond them. The moral theme, which is in itself a commonplace, is a means, not an end; and the shaping of Agamemnon's story to exemplify it does not represent Aeschylus' final judgment on the matter. The vision attained here turns out to be incomplete and partial; "the truths established more unchangeably than the mountains" have yet to be discerned, have indeed yet to be shaped; we are watching the forces that, so to speak, threw up the mountains. The divine action, now that we can see it, is itself to move forward and develop; and its progress constitutes the drama of the Oresteia. With that topic I have dealt elsewhere. 
